The next time I find myself in a public debate about natural history I am going to follow a colleague's advice. I will keep my mouth shut. I made this resolve last summer in Banff at the annual meeting of the American Society of Naturalists. The Society's President, Peter Grant, convened a symposium on the role of the naturalist in various contemporary contexts (e.g. genomics, biological invasions). During the symposium several participants commented on the need for more natural history information. At the end, when discussion was invited from the floor, the state and fate of natural history was the main topic under debate. The discussion was lively, impassioned, disjointed, engaging and frustrating. I found myself voicing opinions that I instantly regretted. Later, I decided I did not understand natural history or my feelings about it. I went to the library.
Naturalists who worry about the fate of natural history have recently produced a distinctive genre of essays (Bartholomew 1986; Greene & Losos 1988; Greene 1994; Noss 1996; Futuyma 1998) . Among the claims in this genre are the notions that naturalists are dying off and that natural history is unappreciated and disappearing. I think these notions are wrong, born of a narrow, nonhistorical view of naturalists and natural history. The view that I favour is that natural history is a vigorous, blossoming enterprise. I arrived at this view by adopting the perspective of historians of science, especially that of Provine (1971) , Mayr (1982) , Kingsland (1985) and Farber (2000) . From a historical perspective, viewing natural history as a lineage that includes descendants, the title of this essay is a trick question, an absurdity.
NATURAL HISTORY YESTERDAY
Natural history emerged as a discipline in the 18th century as part of the Enlightenment, a philosophical movement in western Europe based on rationalism (Mayr 1982) . Farber (2000) identifies the quest to find order in nature as the core of the natural history tradition. From its onset, the tradition sought order in three realms, which today would be called geology, botany and zoology. Carl Linnaeus and Georges Buffon were pivotal figures in the early stages of the discipline. Linnaeus devised a system for organizing the diversity of known plants and animals. Buffon pursued a massive compilation of facts about animals, resulting in a 36-volume encyclopaedia. The immediate effect of work by Linnaeus and Buffon was to stimulate energetic pursuit of discovery, an activity that continues to the present time. For the modern biologist, the early history of 'natural history' conjures up images of students and descendants of Linnaeus and Buffon looking for unknown plants and animals by prowling the jungles of Asia and South America. These romantic images are only part of the picture. Linnaeus and Buffon were consummate organizers of large-scale projects. Furthermore, new species were not sought in a vacuum. Field workers operated in a framework of taxonomic organization and encyclopaedic accretion. This conceptual and organization side of the picture tends to be forgotten, but it is crucial to a full appreciation of contemporary natural history. In the decades from 1750 to the present, the conceptual framework for natural history became more detailed and complex. These developments, the most important of which was Darwinism, merely modified a conceptual framework that was present from the onset of the discipline, a framework that sought order in nature. 
